THE FIRST LABOUR GOVERNMENT
a play that had elements of tragedy, of comedy, and sometimes
even of farce.
The first Labour Prime Minister in this country took office
, under the worst possible conditions. He had not a fair chance
of answering effectively Churchill's jibe of Labour being
'unfit to govern.' This was not only due to the minority
position which the Party held in Parliament, but because of the
national and international conditions, political and economic,
that prevailed at the moment that MacDonald took office.
There was a mess at home and abroad to be cleaned up ;
the fourth winter of unemployment had begun ; industrial con-
ditions were so bad that several great strikes were threatened ;
the discontent of the working classes had been increased by
cuts in wages and a progressive lowering of the standard of
life ; agriculture was going from bad to worse and threatened
shortly to be a ruined industry, unless something drastic was
done at once. Housing conditions were also getting worse,
owing to a nation-wide shortage of houses ; there was a
demand for more and better houses. From Ireland came low
growling ; that consistent trouble-maker was on the edge
of revolt. India, Egypt, Irak, and Turkey were seething with
discontent, and the position in all of them was critical.
The worst handicap of all was from what is known as the
Left Wing of the Party. These were mostly extremist members
of the I.L.P. There had been mild disagreement between
certain members of the rank and file and their leaders ever
since the Labour Party had been formed in 1900, but that was
nothing like the criticism and opposition to leaders that began
and rapidly increased after the election of 1922. All through
1923, constant bickerings occurred between the back benches
and the front. The chief offenders were some of the new
Members from the Glydcside. Again and again these mal-
contents sought and received the applause of their political
opponents when they attacked their leaders from the rear.
The chief target for their attack was MacDonald, but other
Ministers got their share* No Minister, however, displayed
such keen discomfort and acute suffering as did the Prime
Minister. His higher sensitive nature winced as the blows
went home, and he would look round as if in plaintive appeal
for leniency and mercy,
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